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Introduction 
Maps are media in cartographic or digital formats. Communi-
cation occurs mainly by way of symbols that need to be inter-
preted via the map legend and its graphic vocabulary. Lacking 
universal standards, each map has its own visual language. This 
language—or enough of it—has to be “common property” in 










negotiations,	 this	paper	 analyzes	 the	 roles	of	 the	 legend—and	
the	processes	that	lead	to	its	composition—in	determining	the	
intellectual	 ownership	 of	 spatial	 information	 visualised	 in	 the	
form	of	maps.
Mapping And Participatory Processes
Historical Perspective
Mapping is a fundamental way for displaying spatial human 
cognition. “It is a representational medium that both has a his-
tory and is part of the practice of history.” (Herrington 2003) 
For centuries and increasingly with the advent of Geographic 
Information Technologies and Systems (GIT&S), graphic 
representations of part or the whole of Earth in cartographic, 
electronic, 2- or 3-dimensional formats have been playing sig-
nificant roles as media (Sui and Goodchild 2001) used to store, 




boundaries,	 registering	ownership,	and	 locating	 resources.	 In	
the	 early	 1990s,	Monmonier	 (1996,	 2)	wrote	 that	 “a single 
map is one of an indefinitely large number of graphical models of 
the spatial aspects of reality that might be produced for the same 
situation or from the same data.”
Changes	 have	 occurred	 since	GIT&S	 have	 increasingly	
become	accessible	to	civil	society	and	graphic	representations	of	
space	have	been	used	as	channels	for	two-way	communication	
purposes	 to	 support	 social	 learning,	dialogue,	and	negotiation	
processes.	In	March	2004,	more	than	200	representatives	from	
indigenous	 groups	 attended	 the	 International	 Forum	on	 In-
digenous	Mapping	 	 in	Vancouver,	British	Columbia,	Canada,	
sharing	the	motto:	“Maps are more than pieces of paper. They are 
stories, conversations, lives and songs lived out in a place, and are 







dynamics	 and	 to	 facilitating	 communication	 between	 insiders	














traditionally	 disenfranchised	 by	maps	 and	marginalized	 from	
decision-making	processes	 (Fox	2003).	This	new	environment	







and	diverse	 forms	of	 information	to	 foster	 social	 learning	and	
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The Power of Maps
Maps are highly communicative forms of spatial representation, 
and as Alcorn (2000, 11) puts it: “Maps communicate information 
immediately and convey a sense of authority.” Few dispute them, 
particularly when these are drawn as planimetric projection (in 
two dimensions) and at scales smaller than 1:20,000. This may 
be due to the difficulty encountered by individuals in relating the 
information displayed on small-scale maps to their real world, 
thus limiting their capability of critical argumentation.
The	communicative	power	of	maps	has	been	used	for	both	
noble	and	questionable	purposes,	including	among	others	edu-
















The	 “talkative”	 capacity	 of	maps	 rests	 in	 the	 selection	 of	






preted.	As	Carton	 (2002b)	puts	 it,	 the	 legend	 items	 form	the	
kernels	of	the	mapping	language.
Choosing symbols and their variables.	The	most	expressive	
variables	associated	to	symbols	are	colour	and	size.	More	authori-
tative	than	others,	colour	(or	hue)	serves	as	a	powerful	system	of	
differentiation,	“burdened with cultural meaning, overwhelmed by 
its associations and its history.	Yet colour is a code that is constantly 








“What these various figurative uses of colour have in com-
mon is the way that they present colour as linked with 
perception, and as perception that is not neutral or objec-










Defining the attribute.	 For	mapmakers,	 an	attribute	 is	
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Map Legends From A Practical 
Perspective
From Pebbles to Keyboards
The most basic mapmaking method consists of drawing maps 
on the ground (Figure 1). Informants use raw materials like 
soil, pebbles, sticks, and leaves, at the reach of their hands to 






disappear	 in	 a	matter	 of	 a	wind	blow.	Acquired	knowledge	 is	
memorised	 by	 participants	 and	mentally	 recomposed	when	
needed.

























posed”	during	 the	 course	of	 the	mapping	 exercise.	 In	 the	 lat-
ter	 case,	 the	 legend	 evolves	 dynamically	 through	 an	 iterative	
process.
















In practical terms, the facilitation of a community-based mapping 
exercise involves the drafting of a list of legend items ahead of the 
event to kick-start the process (Table 1). Such a list is the result of 
preparatory consultations held with concerned stakeholders with 
the objective of identifying features of the physical and cultural 
landscapes that are relevant and known to those who will take 
part in mapmaking.




















The three cases featured in this paper indicate that prioritising 
and getting a consensus among mapmakers on which items are 
relevant and what should be featured on a map, are the first steps 
Table 1.	Evolution	of	Legend	Items	during	Phases	of	Participatory	Mapmaking	
On the Field On/Off the Field
Community Consultation and/or Raw 
Data Collection
Data Collection & 
Non-digital Mapmaking





































in a participatory process aimed at addressing community-based 






























The full potential of GIT&S as two-way communication channels 
will become a reality when practitioners and facilitators realise the 
importance of ensuring full involvement of concerned stakehold-


























































































































1 URISA Journal • Vol. 17, No. 1 • 2005
ers throughout the entire process. This means that besides putting 
stakeholders at the forefront in generating, collating, and analysing 
local knowledge, they must be prime actors in defining the map’s 
pictorial language and its graphic vocabulary, the legend.
This	also	means	that	 in	an	 interactive	process	 that	would	
lead	to	the	composition	of	a	map	as	a	means	for	social	learning	
and	negotiation,	the	preparation	of	the	legend,	particularly	the	
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